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: e s ,  p e o p l e  w h o  d o  n o t  
A  N o t e  o n  t h e  T w o  C o m p s  
M I C H A E L  W E B S T E R  
A f t e r  r e a d i n g  B e n  L o c k e r d ' s  a r t i c l e  o n  c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a c y  a n d  t e a c h i n g  c o m p o s i t i o n  
i n  t h e  l a s t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w ,  I  s u d d e n l y  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  m o s t  c o m p a r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  
p r o g r a m s  d o  n o t  t e a c h  t h a t  o t h e r  c o m p . ,  c o m p o s i t i o n ,  a t  l e a s t  n o t  a s  a n  " i n t e l l e c t u a l  
s k i l l s  c o u r s e "  ( L o c k e r d  6 ) .  H o w  h a d  c o m p a r a t i s t s  m i s s e d  t h i s  o p p o r t u n i t y  ( o r  
a v o i d e d  t h e  d u t y ,  d e p e n d i n g  o n  y o u r  p o i n t  o f  v i e w )  t o  e n l a r g e  t h e i r  e n r o l l m e n t s ?  A t  
I n d i a n a  U n i v e r s i t y  w h e r e  I  d i d  m y  g r a d u a t e  s t u d y ,  t h e  a n s w e r  w a s  a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  a  
m a t t e r  o f  p o l i t i c s .  T h e  E n g l i s h  d e p a r t m e n t  c o n t r o l l e d  t h e  t e a c h i n g  o f  c o m p o s i t i o n  
s k i l l s  c o u r s e s  a n d  j e a l o u s l y  g u a r d e d  i t s  e n r o l l m e n t  f i e f d o m .  T h e  C o m p a r a t i v e  L i t e r a -
t u r e  p r o g r a m  w a s  a l l o w e d  t o  o f f e r  c o u r s e s  i n  b a s i c  w r i t i n g  s k i l l s  o n l y  w h e n  t h e y  
w e r e  t a u g h t  a s  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e s  w i t h  a  c o m p o s i t i o n  c o m p o n e n t  E v e n  t h e n ,  E n g l i s h  
l i m i t e d  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  s e c t i o n s  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  o f f e r e d  a n d  d e s i g n a t e d  o n e  h o u r  o f  
e a c h  o f  t h o s e  s e c t i o n s  a s  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n  c o m p o n e n t ,  w h i c h  a p p e a r e d  o n  g r a d e  
s h e e t s  a n d  t r a n s c r i p t s  a s  a n  h o u r  s p e n t  s t u d y i n g  i n  t h e  E n g l i s h  d e p a r t m e n t .  
T h e o r e t i c a l l y  t h e n ,  w h e n e v e r  I  t a u g h t  w r i t i n g  s k i l l s  a t  I U ,  I  t a u g h t  t h e m  f o r  t h e  
E n g l i s h  d e p a r t m e n t .  
B u t  w a s  i n t e r d e p a r t m e n t a l  i n f i g h t i n g  t h e  o n l y  r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  s t u n t e d  d e v e l o p -
m e n t  o f  c o m p o s i t i o n  t e a c h i n g  i n  C o m p .  L i t .  p r o g r a m s ?  P r o b a b l y  n o t .  I n  o r d e r  t o  
s t u d y  c o m p a r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  y o u r  c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a c y  l e v e l  m u s t  b e  q u i t e  h i g h .  Y o u  
m u s t  k n o w  n o t  o n l y  t h e  A n g l o - A m e r i c a n  c u l t u r a l  c o m m o n p l a c e s  b u t  t h e  C b s s i c a l ,  
E u r o p e a n ,  a n d  ( a t  t i m e s )  E a s t  A s i a n  o n e s  a s  w e l l .  M o r e  t h a n  t h a t ,  y o u  m u s t  b e  a b l e  t o  
r e a d  t e x t s  i n  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  l a n g u a g e s ,  l e s t  y o u  c o m m i t  " t h e  m o r t a l  s i n  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  i g -
n o r a n c e . "  B e c a u s e  o f  t h e s e  h e a v y  d e m a n d s  o n  l i t e r a r y  a n d  l i n g u i s t i c  c o m p e t e n c e ,  
m a n y  c o m p a r a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  p r o g r a m s  o f f e r  g r a d u a t e  c o u r s e s  o n l y ,  a u t o m a t i c a l l y  e x -
c l u d i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  f r o m  c o m p o s i t i o n  t e a c h i n g .  P e r h a p s ,  a l s o ,  s i n c e  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  
w a s  a  E u r o p e a n  i m p o r t ,  l e s s  e m p h a s i s  w a s  p l a c e d  o n  w r i t i n g  s k i l l s .  W e r e  t h o s e  s k i l l s  
s i m p l y  a  g i v e n ?  
A t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  m y  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  I  s u d d e n l y  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  m y  a r t i c l e  o n  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  
p r i n t e d  i n  t h e  s a m e  i s s u e  o f  t h e  R e v i e w  s a i d  n o t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  t e a c h i n g  o f  w r i t i n g ;  
i n d e e < L  i t  s a i d  n o t h i n g  a b o u t  t e a c h i n g  a t  a l l .  C u r i o u s .  I  t h e n  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  n o n e  o f  t h e  
s o u r c e s  m e n t i o n e d  i n  t h e  a r t i c l e  h a d  t a l k e d  a b o u t  t e a c h i n g  e i t h e r .  C o m p a r a t i s t s  
h a v e  w r i t t e n  s c a d s  o f  p a p e r s  w i t h  t i t l e s  l i k e  " T h e  N a m e  a n d  N a t u r e  o f  C o m p a r a t i v e  
L i t e r a t u r e "  a n d  n o n e  o f  t h e  a u t h o r s  e v e n  m e n t i o n e d ,  m u c h  l e s s  d i s c u s s e d ,  h o w  t o  
t e a c h  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  o n c e  t h e y  f i g u r e d  o u t  w h a t  i t  w a s .  I n  a n  a r t i c l e  t h a t  p u r p o r t e d  t o  
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answ~r the question, "What do those men and women who compare the literature 
do for a living?," I had missed the most obvious answer: they teach it, of course. 
Curiouser and curiouser. What sort of Pandora's jar (and it was a jar, nut a box-- a 
huge Greek pithos of the kind normally used for storing olives, grain, or wine-) 
was I opening here? I low had comparatists missed out on a chance to add a whole 
new set of buzzwords from education theory to their already bulging complement 
of esoterica? Perhaps once again, the answer lay partly in politics and partly in the 
nature of the beast itself. Perhaps comparatists were so bw,-y questioning and prob-
ing the nature of what they taught that they forgot to question how they taught il. 
Perhaps the theoretical orientation of the discipline encouraged practitioners to 
concentrate on research at the expense of teaching. Perhaps the professional 
rewards were greater for publishing than they were for teaching. 
Yet comparatists do teach, and some of them do it quite well. lhey do not teach 
great thinkers as Ben does in his English 150 course. Mostly they teach great writers, 
and their composition advice centers quite naturally on one of the rhetorical modes 
that Ben somehow neglected to mention: comparison and contrast And, although 
many practitioners of new theories might blush to admit it, they also teach cultural 
litera(y. 
For example, on the same day the Review came out, I received in the mail the 
lat~st issue of the Yearbook of Comparative and General Literature. 1his issue con-
rains an appreciative eulogy of Frank J. Warnke by one of his former students, Sumie 
Jones. While listing Prof. Warnke's accomplishments as a scholar and teacher, Ms. 
Junes makes the following remark: "his second book, Versions of Baroque: 
Furopean Literawre in the5el'enteenth Century~ made the term 'baroque' into a sort 
of secret code among us when we needed to flaunt our sense of superiority to the 
English majors" (136). I haven't checked Hirsch's book, but I bet the term "barcxwe" is 
on his list And it is here that we need to separate some issues: cultural literacy, the 
sens~ of secret superiority that attaining that literacy might imply, and the relevance 
of content to teaching composition skills. 
Ben implies that students feel a sense of power when they acquire a certain level 
of cultural literacy. 1hey are "better able to enter the discussion" in class when they 
know something about "the key names and terms of intellectual history" (9-10). And 
even though we all know that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, there is 
probably little danger that students will feel as smugly superior and confident in 
their new-found knowledge-power as Sumie Jones did when she learned some 
meanings of the word "baroque." Any real knowledge that students manage to ex-
press confidently can only help them. But as Ben so rightly observes in his essay, real 
knowledge can only occur in some sort of context; that is why he says we mtLSt teach 
composition through reading and writing about essays written by "some of the really 
important thinkers" (9). In our case the context is the university, a place where 
(theoretically at least) people engage in intellectual discussion and disputation. Stu-
dents can enter into that discussion, lien and l Iirsch say, only when they are ac-
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Jones, Sumie. "In Me 
1 m p a r e  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  
y  t e a c h  i t ,  o f  c o u r s e .  
a s  a  j a r ,  n u t  a  b o x - - a  
r e s ,  g r a i n ,  o r  w i n e - )  
t a n c e  t o  a d d  a  w h o l e  
> U i g i n g  c o m p l e m e n t  
t i c s  a n d  p a r t l y  i n  t h e  
J e s t i o n i n g  a n d  p r o b -
1  h o w  t h e y  t a u g h t  i l .  
g e d  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  t o  
p s  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
J  
) '  
1 1 .  T h e y  d o  n o t  t e a c h  
y  t e a c h  g r e a t  w r i t e r s ,  
t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  m o d e s  
\ t r a s t  A n d ,  a l t h o u g h  
~y a l s o  t e a c h  c u l t u r a l  
! i v e d  i n  t h e  m a i l  t h e  
r t u r e .  l h i s  i s s u e  c u n -
r m e r  s t u d e n t s ,  S u m i e  
) ( a r  a n d  t e a c h e r ,  M s .  
~rsions o f  B a r o q u e :  
1  ' b a r o q u e '  i n t o  a  s o r t  
o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  t o  t h e  
t h e  t e r m  " b a r c x w e "  i s  
c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a c y ,  t h e  
1 l y ,  a n d  t h e  r e l e v a n c e  
c q u i r e  a  c e r t a i n  l e v e l  
n "  i n  c l a s s  w h e n  t h e y  
1 !  h i s t o r y "  ( 9 - 1 0 ) .  A n d  
! r o u s  t h i n g ,  t h e r e  i s  
i o r  a n d  c o n f i d e n t  i n  
~n s h e  l e a r n e d  s o m e  
1 d e n t s  m a n a g e  t o  e x -
! r v e s  i n  h i s  e s s a y ,  r e a l  
1 e  s a y s  w e  m u s t  t e a c h  
) y  " s o m e  o f  t h e  r e a l l y  
~rsity, a  p l a c e  w h e r e  
a n d  d i s p u t a t i o n .  S t u -
l y  w h e n  t h e y  a r e  a c -
q u a i n t e d  w i t l 1  t h e  t e r m i n o l o g y .  B u t  h o w  d o  w e  l e a r n  t h a t  t e r m i n o l o g y ?  A n d  w h a t  i s  
t h i s  c o n t e n t  t h a t  w e  l e a r n ?  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  " c o n t e n t "  c o n s i s t s  o f  l i s t s  o f  k e y  w o r d s ,  
n a m e s ,  a n d  c o n c e p t s ,  a n d  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  w e  l e a r n  t e r m s  b y  m e m o r i z i n g  t h e m .  W e  
l e a r n  t e r m s  h y  u s i n g  t h e m  i n  a  v a r i e t y  o f  c o n t e x t s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  I  i m a g i n e  m o s t  o f  u s  
l e a r n e d  m u c h  o f  o u r  v o c a b u l a r y  ( a n d  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  c o n t e x t s  f o r  t h a t  
v o c a b u l a r y )  n o t  b y  l o o k i n g  u p  w o r d s  i n  a  d i c t i o n a r y  b u t  b y  h e a r i n g  t h e m  s p o k e n  
a n d  b y  s e e i n g  t h e m  i n  b o o k s .  W e  a c t i v a t e  m e a n i n g s  i n  v a r i o u s  c o n t e x t s  a n d  w e  
k e e p  m e a n i n g s  a l i v e  b y  c o n s t a n t  v a r i o u s  u s e .  T o  m e ,  c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a c y  i s  a c h i e v e d  b y  
a c t i n g  i n  a  c u l t u r a l  p r o c e s s  a n d  n o t  b y  s t o r i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n  f o r  f u t u r e  r e f e r e n c e .  
1 1 1 e  s t r o n g e s t  a r g u m e n t  f o r  i n t r o d u c i n g  m o r e  c o n t e n t  i n t o  p r o c e s s  w r i t i n g  
c o u r s e s  i s  n o t  t h a t  s t u d e n t s  w i l l  t h e r e b y  l e a r n  s o m e  m o r e  f a c t s ,  b u t  t h a t  c o n t e n t  a n d  
p r o c e s s  c a n n o t  i n  p r a c t i c e  b e  s e p a r a t e d  f r o m  o n e  a n o t 1 1 e r .  M o d e r n  t h e o r y  t e a c h e s  
u s  t h a t  w e  c a n n o t  r e a d  a  t e x t  w i i l i o u t  " w r i t i n g "  i t ,  i f  o n l y  i n  o u r  h e a d s .  R o b e r t  S c h o l e s  
n o t e s  t h a t  r e a d i n g  i s  n o t  s i m p l y  p a s s i v e  c o n s u m p t i o n  o r  r o t e  m e m o r i z a t i o n  h u t  
" p r o d u c t i v e  a c t i v i t y ,  t h e  m a k i n g  o f  m e a n i n g ,  i n  w h i c h  o n e  i s  g u i d e d  b y  m e  t e x t  o n e  
r e a d s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  b u t  n o t  s i m p l y  m a n i p u l a t e d  b y  i t "  O u r  w r i t i n g  l i k e w i s e  i s  n o t  m a d e  
u p  o f  w h o l e  c l o t h ,  b u t  p i e c e d  t o g e t h e r  f r o m  a n d  g u i d e d  b y  i n n u m e r a b l e  p r e v i o u s  
v i s u a l ,  v e r b a l ,  a n d  e x p e r i e n t i a l  t e x t s .  A s  S c h o l e s  p u t s  i t ,  " 1 1 1 e  w r i t e r  i s  a l w a y s  r e a d i n g  
a n d  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  a l w a y s  w r i t i n g "  ( 8 ) .  W r i t i n g  c a n n o t  o c c u r  w i t h o u t  s o m e  c u l t u r a l  
l i t e r a c y ,  b u t  t 1 1 a t  l i t e r a c y  c o n s i s t s  n o t  o n l y  o f  l i s t s  o f  f a c t s  b u t  a l s o  o f  c o n s c i o u s  a c t i v a -
t i o n  o f  d i s c o u r s e  s t r u c t u r e s  a n d  s o c i e t a l  c o d e s .  
I t  f o l l o w s  t h a t  E n g l i s h  t e a c h e r s  a r e  a l w a y s  t e a c h i n g  b o t h  w r i t i n g  a n d  r e a d i n g ,  
w h e t h e r  t 1 1 e y  r e a l i z e  i t  o r  n o t  E v e n  c o m p a r a t i s t s  w h o  c a n ' t  b e  b o t h e r e d  w i t l 1  t h i n k -
i n g  a b o u t  m u n d a n e  s k i l l s  l i k e  r e a d i n g  a n d  w r i t i n g  t e a c h  w r i t i n g  w h e n  t h e y  t a l k  
a b o u t  w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  p r o p e r  g r o u n d s  f o r  c o m p a r i s o n  a n d  w h a t  m a k e s  c o m -
p a r i s o n s  m e a n i n g f u l .  I f  t h e y  w e r e  m o r e  c o n s c i o u s  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  t e a c h i n g  b o t h  
w r i t i n g  a n d  r e a d i n g ,  t h e y  m i g h t  d o  i t  b e u e r .  A n d  i f  B e n  w a n t s  t o  a d d  m o r e  c o n t e n t  
t o  p r o c e s s  w r i t i n g  c o u r s e s ,  I  t h i n k  i t  c a n  o n l y  i m p r o v e  s t u d e n t s '  t h i n k i n g  a n d  w r i t i n g .  
B u t  t h e  d i r e c t o r  o f  S W S  n o  d o u b t  a l s o  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  o u r  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e s  a t  t i m e s  
o v e r e m p h a s i z e  c o n t e n t  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  t h e  a c t i v a t i o n  o f t h a t  c o n t e n t  i n  t h e  s t u -
d e n t s '  o w n  d i s c o u r s e .  A  l i t t l e  m o r e  i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  r h e t o r i c a l  p r o c e s s e s  l i k e  c o n s t r u c t -
i n g  a n  a r g u m e n t ,  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  i n t e r p r e t i v e  c r i t e r i a ,  a n d  m a k i n g  m e a n i n g f u l  c o m -
p a r i s o n s  c a n  a l s o  i m p r o v e  s t u d e n t s '  t h i n k i n g  a n d  w r i t i n g  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e s .  F o r  i n  
r e a l i t y ,  t h e r e  a r c  n o t  t w o  c o m p s ,  b u t  o n e .  
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